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ABSTRACT

As one of the first points of contact with the institution, Orientation can play an important role in shaping student's learning expectations, by providing information about what to expect and how to cope at University. Responding to changing agendas, this information needs to be provided in an accessible and inclusive format, so that the needs of time-poor students and those who have difficulty attending campus (particularly those undertaking paid work) are also met. IT resources provide a resource-effective response, but dilemmas continue in regard to equity. Activities designed to foster interaction with senior students and staff assist students with the University's IT processes and give it a 'human face'. Personal support also plays an important role in shaping student expectations to align with reality and reducing feelings of alienation, and thus positively impacting the beginning of their first year experience.

Student profiles and their agendas at universities are changing in tandem with the broader political, social, technological and legal changes within our society. Students must be informed so that their expectations are meaningful and achievable, because student satisfaction comes from the match between expectations and reality. Expectations are formulated and/or shaped in the students' first contact with the university, which frequently occurs at Orientation. The challenge for an institution such as The University of Queensland (UQ), is to provide an Orientation program that is cognisant of the individual needs of students - who may be enrolled across divergent campuses and in different study modes  - and to inform their learning expectations in a cost-effective manner.

UQ's 2001 commencing student body included many 'mature aged'
 students (26%) and increasing numbers of part-time students. Our student profile is bimodal; 77% of commencing full-time undergraduates were recent school leavers aged under 20 (median age 18) and 70% of part-time undergraduates were aged over 20 (median age 33). 

The preference of some recent school leavers is for 'partying' and thus Orientation must address issues about responsible alcohol consumption and age of consent. Others, particularly international and mature aged students, are often more pragmatic, being interested in services available and the quality and accessibility of their education. Review of Orientation programs at UQ over the past decade shows (as per focus group input) an evolution from an essentially social program, to one where the focus is on gathering information and being prepared for university study.

Students as customers/consumers

UQ currently takes a customer-related approach with students, giving them responsibility for their learning and enrolment, rather than taking a bureaucratic/rule-imposing stance. Hence, students are told at Orientation the importance of reading University email, following deadlines, seeking advice, etc. but if they choose to not heed these, they must accept the consequences.

Correspondingly, individual students are taking on a greater proportion of the cost of their study, paying in terms of their time, tuition fees and loss of income. Perceiving themselves as consumers they ask what value they can expect in return for their investment. 

Students expect that the University will be responsive to their needs - and commit to educate, evaluate and support them. Students also expect to have a 'quality' educational experience - and develop graduate attributes that positively impact their career potential.

The University of Queensland Student Experience Survey (2001) was conducted for first and final year students to gather data on students' perceptions of the their experience at UQ, the quality of teaching and learning, and their development of graduate attributes. Data are still being tabulated
 and are presently aggregated in scales. First year students (n=1,878) gave the 'physical and social aspects of UQ' scale (which includes Orientation) a rating of 4.03 out of 5 to this aspect of their experience.

Students as employees

Many students are time-poor, with the growing demands of part-time work making their time on campus increasingly limited. The AV-CC
 study on student financing issues, Paying Their Way (2001) reported that:

· 7 in 10 students are in paid employment during university semesters;

· full-time students work an average of 14.5 hours per week; 

· one in every 10 students in paid employment during semester 'frequently' misses classes because of that work; and misses classes 'sometimes' or 'frequently' because they cannot afford travel to university; and

· financial circumstances influence student choices regarding courses undertaken (11.1%), and mode of study (23.3%).

Time-poor students expect flexibility in programming and increased accessibility in the delivery of services and information.
Some students are only interested in using the university as a mechanism for becoming (more) employable, and government expectations reinforce this perspective. They see their university experience as a means to an end, rather than an end in itself, and frequently seek to transfer into programs that offer higher chances of employability and income levels.

These students expect that the knowledge and skills that they attain at university will contribute directly to their employment outcomes. 

Beginning at Orientation, academic advisors need to provide information about transfer, articulation, and the means by which students can move toward their career goals.  However, we should not only respond to consumer-driven expectations, we are also responsible for the provision of information about the breadth of study that is required in a discipline, and the value of this study. This ensures that students' expectations are not too narrow, or only vocationally focussed.

The Orientation Program

UQ's Orientation program provides a range of activities to ease the transition of new students and to foster an understanding of what university is about - addressing their expectations head on. Activities include academic advice and support, opportunities to meet other new students and senior students, information about services, a physical orientation to the campus and the libraries, skill development – particularly in tertiary study skills, information technology (IT), and web researching - and personal survival strategies. 

The program seeks to address the expectations of all students - part-time, international, mature-aged and the 17-20 year old demographic.  In addition, the programs must respond to the diverse student needs and modes of course delivery across multiple campuses.   Several sessions are implemented to respond to the changing agendas, such as Time Management, Financial Survival Strategies, Understanding the Timetable and How Uni Works, and New-to-UQ. The latter session provides information about all services, including after-hours contacts, baby change facilities on campus, child-care, and so on. These are all well attended, and in 2002, the Mature Aged Students session resulted in spontaneous self-help groups forming for follow-up “brown bag” lunches and study support.

The Orientation program's website also provides information about:

· the Student Charter - which defines student rights and responsibilities; 

· University policies and procedures specific to student writing (e.g. use of  culturally inclusive language, and avoidance of plagiarism); and a

· Glossary of terminology that is frequently used at the University.

Responding to the perceived needs

Responding to the perceived needs and expectations of the time-poor student, Orientation information is provided flexibly.

The Orientation program clearly identifies compulsory and elective activities - to enable those who have difficulty attending campus to make informed choices, and the University to be in compliance with legislation (e.g. the ESOS Act
). Compulsory activities, for instance Know Your Cybrary, are deemed by the institution as containing Library information and IT training that is essential to a student’s success, and this is confirmed by student feedback. Of 3,500 surveyed,
 1,464 students replied, identifying the top two most important factors to them as:

· Ease in finding information on the Library’s website, and

· Easy access to information resources.

Similarly, the compulsory Faculty Welcomes provide overviews of the program’s learning expectations, assessment practices, and graduate attributes and outcomes. In a post-Orientation survey of students from all age ranges and study modes (Ipswich campus, 2002) 100% checked “satisfaction with information given during O-week”.

In 2003 the Part-time Students' Program will be held on the weekend, thus enabling them to visit the campus in daylight at a time when they are less likely to be at work, and to attend optional day and evening training over the subsequent week. The part-time program includes all the activities that are compulsory for the full-time cohort.

Also in 2003 Gatton campus is planning an External Students' Orientation on a Saturday - immediately after the course notes are mailed. It will include all the compulsory sessions that the full-time students receive, in addition to: Time Management; an open-ended discussion about the expectations of external students; and information about the likely levels of difficulty to be encountered in their program of study.  These sessions will be offered because students have reported feeling overwhelmed and daunted when the large packet of their semester's notes arrives. UQ's 2000 attrition data indicates that: 29% of Diploma and Associate Diploma (largely external mode) students did not re-enrol in 2001; and the completion status for external students was 80% (cf. 90% for full-time coursework).  It is hoped that by addressing their expectations, describing the resources available to support them and providing foundation skills at Orientation, that the retention level and satisfaction of external students will be raised.
Resources listed on the Orientation website include information about coping with transition and tertiary study skills. For those unable to physically visit campus and meet people, it has a virtual tour and descriptions of student experiences. Stories have been collected from students representing all groups and address real student experiences and concerns. For instance, an Arts student wrote: 
I’m a mature aged student, returning to study after a marriage, child and divorce, and subsequently suffering from brain fade!…..


In terms of UQ facilities, the Women's room is a pleasant if eye-opening breath of fresh air. When on campus I tend to hang out in the Women’s room, as it’s a comfortable, convenient room to chill out in. If you have kids with you for the day, as parents do have from time to time, the parents’ room is a life-saver. It has everything from decent nappy change facilities, to a secure play area, to TV with video attached, to a microwave and kitchen area.

The Orientation website is also linked to the School Guidance Officers site, so that secondary students may be informed (and their expectations shaped) before they even apply to University.

Responding to resource restraints

Responding to budget constraints, the Orientation program has embraced the following four strategies to provide information in a resource-effective manner.

1.  Technology is increasingly used to rapidly disseminate and update information, for example:

· Orientation website (with links to the Student Centre and myAdvisor
 sites)

· powerpoint presentations (ie. one presenter with images of people/places rather than several staff talking to students - replicated over multiple sessions/campuses)

· CD-rom (to distribute information on passwords and IT access)

· email response to queries

· administration forms on-line

· print copies of URLs
 for service information

2.   Concurrently, to foster a personal and peer supportive response (and reduce incoming students' feelings of anonymity), trained senior students are involved. They work as tour guides and help (together with academic advisors) at computer enrolment sites. In this way 'inside information' is disseminated and assistance is provided to students who experience difficulty negotiating the University's electronic processes.  

The student perspective is incorporated in the design of Orientation, and members of the student union are involved in planning and implementation of the program on all campuses. The Gatton Student Association President, Marilyn Hubner, is presenting a paper at this conference about this nexus. 

3.  Activities are targeted to meet the expectations of students. For instance, invitations to attend Transferring Programs are sent by broadcast email to students who seek to gain a place in competitive programs or take up different study options. 

This initiative involves liaison with Admissions and International Education to provide information on Grade Point Average improvement, tertiary admission procedures and visa implications; and with academic staff so that they are available for course specific questions (e.g. about prerequisites). This is a cost-effective approach because it enables large numbers of students to hear all the relevant information at the same time, that can later be used by staff to respond effectively to the many email queries for transfer information. 

4.  UQ also liaises with external agencies to implement strategies to improve the delivery of information and services to students. For instance, the Department of Immigration, Multi-Cultural & Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) and Centrelink
 have stalls at Market Day and make presentations during Orientation. To ease students' access to services, they also see students at campus for the first few weeks of semester and offer services via IT, e.g. DIMIA's e-visa. Centrelink have also initiated electronic links with UQ for more rapid processing of student income. They will obtain information relating new claim details, and to changes in students' academic circumstances (which should result in reduction in the incidence and value of student debt).

The guarantee

The Orientation strategies and programs outlined above have been designed to foster benefits for students, with:

Ÿ Improved access - in terms of time, with Internet availability 24hrs per day/ 7days per week, and space (reducing the need to go to a physical place for assistance).

Ÿ Improved awareness of the type of support available to students.

Ÿ Improved convenience (eg. the speed of processing queries) and timeliness in the dissemination of information.

Ÿ Greater currency of information than is possible with print materials, e.g. the University's academic timetable on the web, which is subject to changes due to fluctuations in class sizes and rescheduled rooms. Accuracy of information also has legal significance, as per the ESOS Act.

However, when responding to students' expectations, the University should only provide guarantees of service and performance standards that it is able to deliver. For example, if email is used to respond to queries (with a 24 hr or 2-day turnaround), sufficient adequately trained staff need to be made available, and templates should be developed to respond appropriately to frequently asked questions. Similarly, if students are expected to conduct their business on-line, the University must allocate sufficient resources:- servers to meet user loads during peak demand times
; terminals for student use; and staff to train students, maintain the system and keep websites current. 

The conundrum 

Institutions may not have the resources available to duplicate services - i.e. to provide print and IT materials or to provide face-to-face and email/phone support. Students expect state-of-the-art services and facilities, but service provision via IT, which meets the needs of part-time students and those unable to frequent the campus, may raise concerns/issues for others. For instance, the increasing use of technology may result in concerns about equity, privacy and 'spamming'
.

Equity issues arise for students with financial constraints, which result in their inability to afford computers and on-line services, or pay for transport to campus to use computers. A small number are also resistant to technological change. 
A UQ student survey in 2000 found that 72% of students had computers at home, and others had access to them via their work or community resources such as libraries. The first year UQ moved to electronic enrolment through the Student Information Network (SI-net) about 380 paper forms were submitted; last year there were less than 50. At the same time, respondents to the Library Customer Survey (2001) listed their two highest concerns as the lack of computer and email facilities on campus - so we are lagging behind student expectations. 

Recently a student emailed about not being able to buy a print copy of the timetable: 

I do not have Internet access at home and work during the week. When I went to look up my timetable at the computer in the Uni library at the weekend, it was closed. I understand that it's easier/more efficient/ more environmentally friendly etc. to use the net, but it's also costly and confusing for those of us who just want to look at what times which subjects are offered, and to use this information to decide which subjects to take. This may not be the technique used for subject selection by most people, but it's the way of the part-time student with a full-time job.

Equity and the Use of Communications and IT in Higher Education was the subject of a DETYA
 web report (March 2001). A key issue identified was that if access is not proactively addressed, students from equity groups (especially for students of low socio-economic status) will be further marginalised. UQ may need to provide more terminals, extend hours of access, and/or provide computer loans to ensure that those who cannot attend campus have on-line access from home, because computer access is now as important to being a successful student as owning a pen once was.

Equity concerns may also arise for students with a disability. We must ensure that the requirements of legislation are met. For example, all websites must be accessible and meet the W3C standard
. 

Privacy issues should largely be addressed by the recent legislation, but students have expressed concerns over the distribution of their email addresses, and the forwarding of personal information to ATO
 and other government offices such as Centrelink and Queensland Transport
.

Concerns regarding 'spamming' also need to be addressed. The University must commit to send only essential information, with rigid permission procedures set up for access to resources such as broadcast email, or students will 'switch off' to urgent correspondence. 

Final comments

In conclusion, the tertiary student body and their agendas are undergoing continuous change - in Go8 Universities as elsewhere. As one of the first points of contact with the institution, the Orientation program can play an important role in addressing student's expectations. It provides information about what to expect and how to cope at University and assists students in formulating their learning expectations.  Such information needs to be provided in an accessible and inclusive format, so that the needs of external and time- poor students (particularly those undertaking paid work) are also met.

IT resources can provide a resource-effective response for time-poor students. Some dilemmas remain to be resolved however - particularly those in regard to equity and meeting student expectations for state-of-the-art services. In addition to IT, the provision of personal support plays an important role in shaping student expectations to align with reality. Every year the incoming students' Orientation feedback confirms the importance of meeting other new students, senior students and helpful advisors and staff so that they can ask questions and talk about their expectations. This puts a 'human face' to the University and provides students with the opportunity to start their first year experience with expectations that may well be met, and be met well.

References

Barraket Jo, Payne Anne Maree, Scott Geoff, and Cameron Lucy, Equity and the Use of Communications and IT in Higher Education, A UTS Case Study, Evaluations and Investigative Programs, Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs,  (March, 2001)   http://www.detya.gov.au/highered/eippubs/eip00_7/execsum.htm
Long Michael and Hayden Martin, A Survey of Australian Undergraduate University Student Finances 2000, Paying Their Way, Australian Vice-Chancellor's Committee, (September 2001) 

http://www.avcc.edu.au/news/public_statements/media_releases/2001/Student_Finances_execsum.pdf
Stedman Lawrence and Coaldrake Peter, Management Responses to Changing Student Expectations, background paper to OECD-IMHE Seminar, Queensland University of Technology, (September 2001)

The University of Queensland, Library Customer Survey (2001)

The University of Queensland, Student Experience Survey (2001)

� 'Mature aged' is defined as over 21 years of age by Dec 31st in their year of application


� More specific data will be available by July for the presentation. 


� Australian Vice-Chancellor's Committee is a group comprising all the Vice-Chancellor's and Presidents of universities in Australia, which meets to research and discuss issues of mutual concern, develop policy and lobby government


� The Educational Services for Overseas Students Act defines the legal obligations that Australian universities have in enrolling international students.


� Library Customer Survey, The University of Queensland (2001).


� UQ's website for enrolled students, which contains academic information and advice


� Uniform Resource Locator,  the address used to bring up a webpage


� Centrelink is the Social Security Ministry that disperses allowances for students upon validation of enrolment status and other eligibility criteria.


� During UQ's enrolment over SI-net in 2002, about 28,000 hits were recorded per day. A further 2,500 were 'unsuccessful' - receiving 'peak demand' messages; these students (and staff) were rightfully frustrated.


� 'Spamming' is the term coined for excessive broadcasts of junk email.


� Former federal government Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, now known as DEST  (Department of Education, Science and Technology).


� The standard that describes accessibility features to be incorporated into web design.


� Australian Tax Office, which requires reporting on enrolment for the calculation (and repayment through taxes) of tuition charges through the Higher Education Contribution Scheme.


� Queensland Transport, which requires validation of full-time enrolment status in to provide students with travel concessions on public transport.
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